Lee the Farmer 


By JOSEPH C. ROBERT 


Robert E. Lee’s peculiar sensitiveness to the beauties of nature, his 
marked affection for domestic animals, his love of the quiet, simple 
life, and his joy in everyday creative tasks combined to turn his thoughts 
all during his career, and especially during the trying times of the early 
1860's, to the day when he could retire to a farm. He was searching for 
a suitable farm when, after Appomattox, Washington College invited 
him to become its president. 

That Lee’s enthusiasm for the agrarian life continued unabated dut- 
ing his last years is remarkable in the light of the trials to which he was 
subjected when he actually farmed. For over two years, from Novem- 
ber, 1857, to February, 1860, he administered the estate left by his 
father-in-law, George Washington Parke Custis, giving virtually all of 
his time to the direction of agricultural operations at Arlington and to 
the general supervision of the two Pamunkey River farms, White House 
and Romancoke. While farming at Arlington, Lee’s baffling responsi- 
bilities threw him into one of his infrequent fits of depression, the most 
matked decline in spirits which he ever experienced while with his 
family. That Lee was not permanently soured by his first real experi- 
ence as a crop master, but eternally hoped for another trial, is testimony 
of the character that refused to be warped by hardship. 

The two and a quarter years of farming had significance other than 
as a mere bridge between episodes in the life of the man. In administer- 
ing the Custis estate, Lee entered the dominant vocation of the society 
soon to proclaim him its most heroic defender. This assumption of the 
farmer's rdle inevitably made him more appreciative of the problems 
which beset the Southern planter. Like others he experienced his share 
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of bad weather, poor crops, financial worries, unsatisfactory overseers, 
and unruly slaves. Though by the Custis will the three farms were 
eventually to go to Lee’s children and the slaves were to be freed, Lee’s 
anxiety to build up the estates and to gather abundant crops could have 
been no greater had the property been his in fee simple. 

In his will, drawn March 26, 1855, Custis bequeathed all of his 
possessions, slaves excepted, to Robert E. Lee’s family. Lee’s wife, 
Mary Ann Randolph Custis Lee, received a life interest in the Arlington 
estate; Lee himself, a lot in Washington, D. C. The three Lee sons 
were given the three farms: the youngest, Robert Edward Lee, Jr., was 
willed Romancoke; the middle son, William Henry Fitzhugh Lee, 
White House; and the eldest son, George Washington Custis Lee, was 
to assume proprietorship of Arlington upon the death of his mother. 
The four Lee daughters, Mary, Ann, Agnes, and Mildred, were each 
awarded $10,000. The slaves apparently were to be freed in five years. 
Of the designated executors, Robert E. Lee, Robert Lee Randolph, 
Bishop William Meade, and George Washington Peter, only Lee quali- 
fied and upon him devolved the burden of administering an extensive 
and deteriorating estate under the terms of a poorly drawn will. The 
instrument was susceptible to contradictory interpretation on at least 
three scores: (1) the optional or compulsory nature of a clause indicat- 
ing that George Washington Custis Lee was to change his name to that 
of his grandfather; (2) the method of raising the money for the four 
$10,000 legacies; and (3) the determining factor in computing the 
maximum time the slaves were to remain in bondage.” Obviously the 


1A copy of the G. W. P. Custis will is available in Karl Decker and Angus McSween, 
Historic Arlington (Washington, 1892), 80-81. 

2 As to changing Custis Lee’s name the will read, ‘‘On the death of my daughter, Mary 
Ann Randolph Lee, all the property left to her during the term of her natural life I give 
and bequeath to my eldest grandson, George Washington Custis Lee, to him and his heirs 
forever, he, my said eldest grandson, taking my name and arms.” Lee felt that this re- 
quirement might not be considered binding. See R. E. Lee to G. W. C. Lee, Arlington, 
March 17, 1858, Lee Collection (MSS., Duke University Library, hereafter cited as Duke 
MSS.). Pertinent parts of this collection were transcribed and re-checked by Dr. G. A. 
Nuermberger of Duke University Library. Contradictory problems of the will are further 
discussed below. For a quotation from the eventual court interpretation of the will, see 
Robert E. Lee [Jr.}, Recollections and Letters of General Robert E. Lee (2nd edition, New 
York, 1924), 236, hereafter cited as R. E. Lee, Jr., Lee. 
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document called for legal clarification and Lee almost immediately 
petitioned for a court order interpreting the various provisions. 

The real estate listed lay in eight Virginia counties and the District 
of Columbia: “[1} my Arlington House estate, in the county of Alex- 
andria and State of Virginia, containing eleven hundred acres, more or 
less, and my mill on Four Mile Run, in the county of Alexandria, and 
the lands of mine adjacent to said mill, in the counties of Alexandria 
and {2} Fairfax, in the State of Virginia’; “[3]} my estate called the 
White House, in the county of New Kent and State of Virginia, con- 
taining four thousand acres, more or less’’; “‘[ 4} my estate in the county 
of King William and State of Virginia, called Romancock, containing 
four thousand acres, more or less” ;* ‘‘[5} My estate of Smith’s Island, 
at the capes of Virginia, and in the county of Northampton”; “[6} Any 
and all lands that I may possess in the counties of Stafford, [7} Rich- 
mond, [8} and Westmoreland”; and “[9} my lot in square No. 21, 
Washington city.” 

The fact that Custis cited these properties in no wise guaranteed that 
the items accurately summarized his holdings. ‘There was uncertainty as 
to the boundaries of the major pieces of property;* Lee thought real 
estate other than that indicated in the will might be in Custis’s name on 
the courthouse records;° and there is reason to believe that Custis owned 
only part of the land which he grouped in the clause, “Any and all 
lands that I may possess in the counties of Stafford, Richmond, and 
Westmoreland.” As a matter of fact, no Custis property can be found 
in the Stafford and Richmond County Land Tax Books though the other 
Vitginia real estate mentioned in the will may be identified in the 
various county tax volumes. Twice in referring to minor acres in Staf- 
ford, Richmond, and Westmoreland counties Custis in his will em- 
ployed the expression, lands which “I may possess.” He did not use 
that less positive terminology when indicating other real estate. It is 
possible that the “‘may’”’ was more than a mere conventional expression 


8 Though Custis in his will employed the name ‘‘Romancock,” the King William 
County farm was usually written ‘Romancoke.”’ 

“For Arlington, see R. E. Lee to G. W. C. Lee, Arlington, May 17, 1858, Duke MSS. 

5 Id. to id., San Antonio, Texas, November 24, 1860, ibid. 
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and indicated actual doubt in his own mind as to ownership, for cer- 
tainly in two of the three counties he was not paying in his own name 
taxes on real estate.° For taxes of January 1, 1857, the Custis land in 
Virginia was listed with the acreage and valuation as given in the 
accompanying table. During the period 1858-1861 Lee kept these list- 
ings virtually unchanged.’ 


VIRGINIA REAL ESTATE OF G. W. P. CusTIs, JANUARY 1, 1857 


Number Value 

County Description of Property Acres Including Buildings 
(1) Alexandria..... (2) Arlington Proper..... 1,100 $33,000.00 
(5) Custis Mill Division.. 500 6,000 .00 
(2) Fairfax........ Adjacent to Custis Mill... 179144 2,688 .75 
(3) New Kent..... White House........... 3,508 52,620.00 
(4) King William. .(2) Romancoke Proper... 2,800 33,600 .00 
(6) Marsh Land......... 1,200 600.00 
(5) Northampton... Smiths Island........... 4,044 2,022.00 
(8) Westmoreland.. Stradford.............. 22 110.00 
ROtal: rac canis cases Baa eee eae 13,35314 $130,640.75 


6 It should be noted that in Stafford County Land Tax Books, 1857-1861 (MSS., Vir- 
ginia State Library, Richmond), a 135-acre farm, ‘““White Oak,” is listed in the name of 
‘Mary Ann Lee.” 

7 County Land Tax Books (MSS., Virginia State Library). The “Description of Prop- 
erty,” included in the table for the sake of clarity, follows expressions used in the tax 
sheets with these exceptions—the key numbers and letters referring to the respective items: 
(1) the words (a2) ‘Proper’ and (4) “Division” have been added; (2) the tax list de- 
scribes this as ““On old Leesburg[ ?}] Road’’; (4) in the tax list these divisions (a4) and (0) 
are given on two lines, thus 

Armpoint On Pamky 
(marsh). 

All the returns for 1857 are in the name of Custis himself. After 1857 the Alexandria 
entries are in the name of Mary Ann R. Lee, Robert E. Lee’s wife; the Fairfax entries, 
‘Lee Robt E & wife, Custis’ with slight variations; New Kent, King William, West- 
moreland, and Northampton entries, in the name of the Custis estate. In the Alexandria 
County Land Tax Books the descriptions for the years 1847-1850 indicate 1600 acres. From 
1851 to 1856 the listing is 1500 acres. For 1857 the Custis entry totals 1600 acres, divided 
1100 for “Arlington” and 500 for ‘Custis’ Mill & mill track & mill.” The 1858 entry 
gives only 1500 acres, divided 1100 for Arlington and 400 for Custis Mill. The 1859-1861 
entries are for 1600 acres, 1100 being for Arlington and 500 for Custis Mill. The Alex- 
andria County Land Tax Book, 1863, calls Custis Mill ‘“‘Christie Mill.” Six acres of Smith’s 
Island in Northampton County were sold to the United States; therefore for 1859 and 
after, the acreage was put at 4038 and the valuation $2019. This sale was specifically 
noted on the 1859 Northampton tax list. Alexandria County, now Arlington County, was 
returned to Virginia by the United States in 1846. See M. P. Robinson, Virginia Counties 
(Virginia State Library Bulletin, IX, Nos. 1, 2, 3, Richmond, 1916). 
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The estate was burdened with debts “upwards of $10,000” for which 
Custis had made no provision,® and, of course, with the $40,000 in 
legacies for the four granddaughters. The legacies apparently were to 
be paid by selling all the Virginia property except that in Alexandria, 
Fairfax, New Kent, and King William, and by working the White 
House and Romancoke farms.® Lee seemed to think that Arlington, 
including the few Fairfax acres, was as unencumbered by the debts as 
by the legacies.*° Relieving Arlington of these obligations would result 
in a liability of about $50,000 on real estate valued at approximately 
$90,000. From a commercial point of view the projected emancipation 
of the Custis labor still further embarrassed the administrator. 

At Custis’s death his slaves of all ages numbered 196 and were di- 
vided among the three farms, 63 at Arlington, 90 at White House, and 
43 at Romancoke.** Of the total number, 130 were over twelve years 
of age and therefore taxable. The accompanying table, prepared from 
the County Property Tax Books, reveals that the total number of slaves 


&R. E. Lee to G. W. C. Lee, Arlington, March 17, 1858, Duke MSS. See, also, id. to 
id., Baltimore, January 17, 1858, zbid. 

® For the confusing directions in respect to the means for payment of the legacies, see 
Douglas Southall Freeman, R. E. Lee: A Biography, 4 vols. (New York, 1934-1935), I, 
380; R. E. Lee to Mrs. Anna M. Fitzhugh, Arlington, November 22, 1857, Duke MSS. 
On May 26, 1866, Lee wrote his son Robert and quoted from the decision of the Court of 
Appeals concerning the liability of White House and Romancoke for the legacies: “If the 
legacies are not paid off by the personal property, hires of slaves, rents, and sale of the 
real estate, charged with their payment, at the end of five years, the portion unpaid remains 
a charge upon the White House and Romancoke until paid. The devisees take their estate 
cum onere.” R. E. Lee, Jr., Lee, 236. 

10R. E. Lee to G. W. C. Lee, Arlington, March 17, 1858, Duke MSS. 

11 Inventory of the Estate of G. W. P. Custis, January 1, 1858, Will Book No. 7, 
pp. 369-71, Alexandria County Records (MSS., Alexandria, Va.). For a complete tran- 
scription of the inventory I am indebted to Mr. ¥. Sutton Jett, Junior Historian, National 
Park Service. The inventory, which was not recorded until September 11, 1858, gives 
slaves, livestock, and farm equipment for the Pamunkey farms, but only slaves for Arling- 
ton. The ages of all slaves are given for White House, the ages of the adult males for 
Romancoke, but ages for none of the Arlington Negroes. The White House inventory 
classifies 65 as 12 years of age and over, while the tax returns for the same date indicate 
70 in that classification. The White House Negroes varied in age from Daniel and Davy, 
who were 80 and 75 respectively, on down to Champ and James, the former 2 months, the 
latter 1 month. The 90 at White House were made up of 38 men (12 and over), 27 
women (12 and over), and 25 children (under 12). 
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over twelve was remarkably consistent in the five years. Possibly some 
were transferred from one farm to another as labor needs dictated.” 


SLAVES TWELVE YEARS OF AGE AND OVER BELONGING TO THE 
Custis ESTATE, 1857-1861 


Year  AlexandriaCounty NewKentCounty King William County Total 
(Arlington) (White House) (Romancoke) 

1897 5k in 42 69 19 130 

TED S ewted td 35 70 25 130 

1859....... 35 70 24 129 

1860....... 30 74 24 128 

1861....... 30 78 23 131 


The manumission paragraph in the Custis will was drawn as follows: 


And upon the legacies to my four granddaughters being paid, and my estates 
that are required to pay the said legacies being clear of debt, then I give freedom 
to my slaves, the said slaves to be emancipated by my executors in such manner 
as to my executors may seem most expedient and proper, the said emancipation 
to be accomplished in not exceeding five years from the time of my decease. 


There was real doubt in Lee’s mind whether the five-year limit or the 
completion of the payment of the legacies was intended by Custis as the 
time determinant. In writing to Mrs. Anna M. Fitzhugh on November 
22, 1857, only a few days after he arrived at Arlington from Texas, Lee 
outlined the content of the Custis will, remarking as to the servants, 
“On payment of his debts & legacies, his slaves are to be emancipated 
in such manner as his Executors may determine.’”** Lee wrote to his son 


12 As the tax returns were made as of January 1 each year, the 1857 entries are in the 
name of Custis himself. The subsequent entries for Arlington are in the name of ‘Lee 
Col’ Admt G W P Custis” with slight changes in abbreviations. The 1858 and 1859 
entries for White House and Romancoke are in the name of ‘‘Custus” or his estate, those 
for 1860 and 1861 in the name of William H. F. Lee, Robert E. Lee’s second son. Inci- 
dentally, the 1862 New Kent tax lists carry in William H. F. Lee’s name 117 slaves of all 
ages and both sexes valued at $35,000, and the 1862 King William tax lists, 47 slaves of 
all ages and both sexes, valued at $14,100. Seventy of the 117 in New Kent were classified 
as over 16 years of age as were 32 of the 47 in King William. Lee freed all of the Custis 
slaves under date of December 29, 1862, yet due to the slow travel of news William H. F. 
Lee was, as of January 1, 1863, charged on the King William tax book with 39 slaves of 
all ages and both sexes valued at $19,500. It should be noted here that any interchange of 
slaves among the three farms is not indicated by a comparison of names in the inventory 
and in the deed of manumission, cited below. However, there might have been some 
transference during the years such as is suggested by the tax lists, and the deed of manu- 
mission for clarity might have given each slave his original location. 

13 R, E. Lee to Mrs. Anna M. Fitzhugh, Arlington, November 22, 1857, Duke MSS. 
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Custis February 15, 1858, “I can now see little prospect of fulfilling the 
provisions of your Grd father’s will within the space of five years, which 
seems to be the time, within which he expected it to be accomplished 
& his people liberated.”** A month later Lee mailed to Custis a copy of 
the testament and asked, ‘‘After reading the will I wish you would give 
me your opinion as to its provisions, especially that clause respecting 
his slaves.”*> It is a monument to Lee’s moral meticulousness that, 
despite the critical nature of the times and his absorbing army tasks, he 
executed the deed of manumission on December 29, 1862, only a few 
weeks after the expiration of the five years.’° 

Even though the type of slavery with which he had been connected 
was distinctly patriarchal, Lee objected to the institution, willingly clas- 
sifying it as “a moral & political evil in any Country.” In his opinion 
slavery exercised a particularly pernicious influence on the whites; the 
blacks were better off in America than in Africa. Accustomed to princi- 
ples of authority and obedience in his army life, Lee did not view their 
bondage with sentimentality. Giving a full accounting for his own 
responsibilities, he naturally expected a somewhat similar measure from 
others. He felt that slavery was a discipline which, when Providence so 
decreed, would be followed by better things for the Negro. Certainly, 

14 Id. to G. W. C. Lee, Arlington, February 15, 1858, bid. 

15 Id. to id., Arlington, March 17, 1858, ibid. 

16 On December 29, 1862, Lee, as executor of the Custis will, executed a deed of 
emancipation freeing by name of individual, or by name of parent, 197 slaves attached to 
the farms as follows: Arlington 59, White House 87, and Romancoke 51. The original 
deed with Lee’s autograph is now (1936) framed and hanging in the Confederate Museum 
in Richmond. According to its endorsement it was recorded in the City of Richmond 
Hustings Court Deed Book 79B, p. 42, at noon January 2, 1863. The deed was prepared 
from a list furnished by Mrs. Lee to which Lee added as many names as he could recall. 
He was concerned about the Negroes whom he had not remembered and desired to manu- 
mit even those who had fled with the enemy, to protect them if later they returned. Lee 
was genuinely disturbed by the thought of the dangers independence held for the young 
and irresponsible. In writing to Custis Lee concerning the possibility of getting the newly 
freed slaves good positions, Lee added with obvious feeling: “But what can be done with 
poor little Jim? It would be cruel to turn him out on the world. He could not take care 
of himself.” J. William Jones, Life and Letters of Robert Edward Lee, Soldier and Man 


(Washington, 1906), 285-87. For a postwar letter written by Lee to one of the former 
Arlington slaves, see ibid., 404-405. 
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thought Lee, general emancipation could not be hastened by violent 
agitation.*” 

Lee’s experience as a slave master began years before he undertook 
the management of the Custis Negroes. Listed in the Alexandria County 
Property Tax Book for 1847 are four slaves over sixteen years of age 
belonging to “Col. Lee.’’** Apparently these four were embraced in the 
manumission clause in Lee’s will, dated August 31, 1846: “Nancy & 
her children at the White House New Kent all of whom I wish liber- 
ated, so soon as it can be done to their advantage & that of others.” 
Nothing further in the tax lists has been discovered referring to these 
slaves.” In Lee’s correspondence Dr. Douglas S. Freeman finds them 
mentioned not at all.** Neither their acquisition nor their disposition 
has been positively traced. Judge Robert W. Winston in his Robert E. 
Lee: A Biography” suggests that they were acquired from the Carter 

17R, E. Lee to Mrs. Lee, Fort Brown, Texas, December 27, 1856, quoted in Freeman, 
Lee, 1, 371-73. 


18 Except for the omission of the blank columns for attorney, physician, dentist, (toll) 
bridge, ferry, and newspaper taxes, the complete entry follows: 


Lee, Col 


White males over 16 years of age........ 
Slaves over 16 years of age.............. 
Slaves over 12 years of age.......... tae 
Bree BACKS 25sec neh Lek SONS 
Horses Mules, &c.............0 00000000 
4 wheel plea. carriages & harness and value 175 
Stages and value including harness........ 
Carryalls and harness and value.......... 
2 wheel plea. carriages & harness and value 


he 


Gold watches. ..60 cede en eae keene. 2 
Patent lever or lepine silver watches...... 1 
Other watches c.053ninae iacseener ees 

Metallic Clocks 3 iced tooo ener dawewe 1 
Otneh CLOCKS so hig Ses hse aoe den Reed 

Pianos and value.................00000- 200 
Plate over the value of $50.............. 100 
Amt. of Int or profits on money loaned... . 

Amt. of monied yearly income over $400. . 600 

Total Amt of Tax.............. 20 1514 


19 Will Book, No. 19, pp. 361-62, Rockbridge County Records (MSS., Lexington, Va.). 

20 The Alexandria County Property Tax Books previous to 1847 are not available as 
that area was not re-ceded to the State of Virginia until 1846. See n. 7, above. In the tax 
lists for that county after 1847, Lee’s name does not appear for assessment of his own 
property. A search of the New Kent County Property Tax Books for the 1840-1861 period 
failed to disclose slaves or other property listed as belonging to Lee. 

21 Freeman, Lee, I, 371, n. 38. 

22 (New York, 1934), 28, 38. 
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estate, which Lee’s mother held in life tenure. If Dr. John Leyburn’s 
1885 account of his 1869 interview with Lee is to be accepted literally, 
Lee freed most of his Negroes before the war and sent to Liberia those 
who desired to go.”* After 1847 the members of Nancy’s family still in 
servitude may have been considered for purposes of taxation as part of 
the Custis slaveholdings, perhaps at the White House. This theory, 
however, does not square with Lee’s usually very exact arrangement of 
financial matters.” 

Lee had always displayed a lively interest in agricultural affairs, re- 
marking that eventually he wanted the quietness of rural life.2° Now, 
in 1857, as administrator of his father-in-law’s estate it seemed as if he 
might indulge this fondness, but, realist that he was, Lee entered upon 
his duties blinded by no false hopes and undoubtedly anticipating the 
major trials he was to undergo.”* One of the inherent difficulties con- 
nected with the supervision of the Custis property was the scattered 
character of the major farming units, Arlington, White House, and 
Romancoke. The last two farms, on opposite sides of the Pamunkey 
River and less than a score of miles apart, were approximately a hun- 
dred miles from Arlington. White House employed more slaves and 
yielded more valuable crops than did either Arlington or Romancoke.”” 
The two Pamunkey farms had been closely connected in administration; 
the overseer at Romancoke was considered subordinate to the manager 
at White House.” Finding the Pamunkey farms gravely neglected, in 
part due to the shortcomings of a former manager, Lee immediately 
undertook soil improvement and the construction and repair of essential 

23 Freeman, Lee, I, 371, n. 40; IV, 399-401. 

24 See R. E. Lee to G. W. C. Lee, August 18, 1863, quoted in Jones, Life and Letters 
of Lee, 288-89. 

25 R. E. Lee, Jr., Lee, 20-21. 

76 For Lee’s comments on the problems of the Pamunkey farms before Mr. Custis’s 


death, see, for example, his letters to Mrs. Lee, Fort Brown, Texas, January 17, 24, 1857, 


Duke MSS. 
27 See the tables above, ‘“‘Virginia Real Estate of G. W. P. Custis, January 1, 1857” and 
“Slaves Twelve Years of Age and Over Belonging to the Custis Estate, 1857-1861”; and 


the table below, “Five Virginia Agricultural Schedules, Census of 1850 and 1860.” 
28R. E. Lee, Jr., Lee, 406. 
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buildings.”” Although he freely gave the necessary time and thought to 
affairs on the Pamunkey, his major interest and affection was centered 
on Arlington farm, adorned by the heavy-pillared mansion house. There 
he had wooed and wed, there his children had been born, there he and 
his family now lived. Lee’s genuine love for the hill colored such ex- 
pressions as that used in admonishing his son Custis to save his money 
“that you may have the means to build up old Arlington & make it all 
we would wish to see it.””*° 

Mr. Custis obviously had intended that Arlington, sheltering the 
Washington relics, should be known as a handsome family seat, but his 
essentially dilatory nature gradually checked his ambition for farm im- 
provement. In his younger days he had earned a reputation as an ad- 
vanced agriculturist, principally through his stock-breeding. Though at 
one time he advertised for sale a breed of sheep, the Arlington Im- 
proved, in his declining years he kept at Arlington not a single lamb.* 
The run-down condition of the whole establishment at his death was a 
testimonial to the good-natured carelessness and improvidence of its 
master. When Lee arrived from Texas his sad report was, ‘Everything 
is in ruins & will have to be rebuilt.” Both mansion house and stable 
leaked. The overseet’s dwelling was so dilapidated that, in Lee’s words, 
“it deters respectable men with families from engaging.” The mill 
needed about $800 worth of repairs and the miller claimed nearly 
$1000 in back wages.*? 

Lee immediately entered upon the late autumn farm work. His trials 
for the first few weeks were mainly in “endeavoring to urge unwilling 
hands to work & make some preparation for the winter.’** Soon his 
more careful husbandry bore fruit in improved buildings, livestock, and 


29R. E. Lee to G. W. C. Lee, Arlington, February 15, 1858; zd. to Mrs. Lee, Fort 
Brown, Texas, January 24, 1857, Duke MSS. 

30 Id. to G. W. C. Lee, Arlington, March 17, 1858, bid. 

811. C. Gray, History of Agriculture in the Southern United States to 1860, 2 vols. 
(Washington, 1933), II, 848, 963; the table below, “Five Virginia Agricultural Schedules, 
Census of 1850 and 1860.’”’ There were sheep on other Custis land. 

32R. E. Lee to Mrs. Anna M. Fitzhugh, Arlington, November 22, 1857; 7d. to G. W. 
C. Lee, Baltimore, January 17, 1858; id. to id., Arlington, May 17, 1858, Duke MSS. 

33 IZ. to Mrs. Anna M. Fitzhugh, Arlington, November 22, 1857, bid. 


432 THE JOURNAL OF SOUTHERN HISTORY 


fields.** Realizing that close personal supervision of the mill would be 
essential for its profitable operation, and knowing that such would be 
impossible along with his other duties, Lee repaired and rented that 
property.*° The consciousness of the run-down condition of the farms 
and the uncertain duration of his stay prodded him into a rapid tempo.* 
He refused, however, to sacrifice caution for speed, and as time went 
on, grew even less tolerant of those seeking to reap unwarranted profit 
from transactions with the estate. Witness his advice to Custis when 
this son was later troubled in the management of the mill on Four Mile 
Run: ‘You must be aware of one thing, that those you deal with will 
consider their advantage & not yours. So while being fair & just you 
must not neglect your interests.’’*” 

Lee estimated that the carrying out of his own modest ideas of 
improvement at Arlington would require the expenditure of about 
$10,000, a sum which was not at hand and which he was decidedly 
averse to borrowing.** He wrote to Curtis Lee on February 15, 1858: 


As to myself & future plans, I shall defer my determination until the Fall, as 
it will not be necessary to determine till then. In the meantime you must think 
over the matter & decide what you would prefer doing. If you wished to resign 
& take this place, & Roony to get married & settle down at the White House, 
there would be no necessity for my leaving the army. In a pecuniary point of 
view I would not advise your resignation, & it must therefore depend upon your 
feelings & predilections. It would require about $10,000 to put this place in 
order. To make that of the land with hired labour would require labour econ- 
omy & devotion to the object. It might however be done by selling part of the 
land. If you could pick up in California some bags of gold, or marry some nice 
young woman with enough for both, you might then resign if you felt disposed, 


84R. E. Lee, Jr., Lee, 20. 

85 R. E, Lee to G. W. C. Lee, Baltimore, January 17, 1858, Duke MSS. The Custis 
gtistmill as an industrial institution was entered in the Census of 1850, Industry, Alex- 
andria County, Original Returns (MSS., Virginia State Library). According to that entry 
the Custis mill represented an investment of $5000, was powered by water, employed two 
male hands who together cost $35 per month, and for the year ending June 1, 1850, 
ground 10,000 bushels of corn valued at $5000, producing meal valued at $6250. 


86 See, especially, R. E. Lee to G. W. C. Lee, Fort Brown, Texas, April 16, 1860, 
Duke MSS. 


87 Ibid. 


88 Id. to id., Arlington, February 15, 1858; id. to Mrs. Anna M. Fitzhugh, Arlington, 
November 20, December 13, 1858, ibid. 
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& live the life of a country gentleman. Without that you would progress slowly. 
I am thinking aloud for your benefit, as I wish you to view the subject in all 
its bearings.®® 

Lee’s reference to the possibility of his own resignation indicates the 
setiousness with which he wrestled with the problem of administering 
the Custis estate. The suggestion of a land sale from the Arlington 
properties indicates that Lee was a practical man willing to discard the 
remnants of the Virginia fetish which demanded that inherited acres, 
especially on the basic estate, be maintained intact. The recognition 
that hired labor would have to be used before the estate could be com- 
pletely ordered shows that Lee considered the five years before emanci- 
pation too brief a period for a complete refurbishing of Arlington, and 
certainly announces his belief that, once the slave had been purchased 
or inherited, slave labor would be less expensive than free. The hint at 
matrimony illustrates the family aptness for contracting advantageous 
marital alliances. 

By January 1, 1858, Arlington comprised the following taxable prop- 
erty, according to returns filed under the name of ‘Lee Col’ Adm* 
G W P Custis’: one free male over sixteen years of age; thirty-five 
slaves over sixteen (the same number over twelve) ; six horses, mules, 
asses, valued at $300; thirty-two cattle, sheep, hogs, valued at $300; 
a pleasure carriage, valued at $350; a watch, valued at $30; a clock, 
valued at $30; a piano or harp, valued at $100; gold and silver plate, 
and jewelry, valued at $700; and household and kitchen furniture, 
valued at $300. The total valuation of property, other than slaves, 
amounted to $2110.*° 


89 Id. to G. W. C. Lee, Arlington, February 15, 1858, zbéd. As is remarked in Freeman, 
Lee, I, 382, n. 14, the copy there is taken from the mutilated version in Jones, Life and 
Letters of Lee, 89. Of the above extract from the letter Jones omits the last six sentences. 

40 Alexandria County Property Tax Books, 1858 (MSS., Virginia State Library). Except 
for variation in the number of tithables and slaves, and a slight change in headings, this 
list is identical with that entered by Custis in 1857 and those submitted in Lee’s name 
1859-1861. The livestock entries in the Alexandria County Property Tax Books differ 
slightly from the returns made in 1860 for the Federal census of that year. The slaves at 
Arlington 12 years of age and over during the years from 1847, the date of the first tax 
reports after Alexandria County had been restored to Virginia, to 1861, fluctuated as fol- 
lows: 1847-1852, 39; 1853-1854, 49; 1855-1857, 42; 1858-1859, 35; 1860-1861, 30. 
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The thirty-five taxable Negroes, representing that portion of the sixty- 
three at Arlington who had attained the age of twelve, were more than 
Lee could profitably use in farming operations; therefore he planned to 
introduce the practice of “hiring out” to which Mr. Custis apparently 
had never subscribed. The hiring of country slaves to nonslaveholding 
townsmen or to mining and railroad companies was widespread in the 
late ante-bellum period. To the slaveowner it yielded profit from sur- 
plus Negroes, yet avoided the auction block; to the employer it fur- 
nished labor under the slave system, yet required no large outlay of 
capital; to the slave it sometimes allowed a welcome change from coun- 
try to town life with its more lively associations. Slaves from laxly-run 
farms naturally objected to a transition from semi-indolence to com- 
parative activity. Lee felt that as a conscientious administrator and 
careful husbandman he must make wise use of the land and, while 
subject to him, the labor. Accordingly, he chose eleven of the Arlington 
blacks and made arrangements for their hire during the year 1858. Of 
these eleven, three returned to Arlington the first day, complaining that 
their new tasks were too difficult. Lee remarked in a letter to Custis 
that among the three was “Reuben, a great rogue & rascal whom I must 
get rid of some way.’’** 

Becoming convinced of the wisdom and economy of this disposition 
of the servants, Lee sent larger numbers from Arlington and perhaps 
some from the other farms. However, as he remarked in connection 
with the 1860 hiring of Arlington Negroes in Richmond and South-side 
Virginia, the expense of conveyance, clothing, and other items “reduces 
their profit to the Estate very much.’’*? At least one advantage of the 
system was that it temporarily rid the estate of the complainers and 
troublemakers. When encouraging Custis to hire out as Many as pos- 
sible for the year 1861, Lee suggested, “I should think that Harry, 


“1R. E. Lee to G. W. C. Lee, Baltimore, January 17, 1858, Duke MSS. Incidentally 
this same Reuben lost his life after he had been granted freedom. Lee requested Custis to 
investigate, remarking, “He was of such a turbulent disposition that I have feared he may 
have caused it.” Id. to éd., Headquarters Army Northern Virginia, March 31, 1863, quoted 
in Jones, Life and Letters of Lee, 286-87. 

*2 Id. to id., San Antonio, Texas, December 5, 1860, Duke MSS. 
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Amanda & Sarah, might at all events be put to service, to their benefit 
& mine, & much to your Mothers relief. Consult her about it.’’** By the 
middle of 1859 the old men and boys were doing all the labor at Ar- 
lington; Lee, strong for economy, had hired out all prime field hands.“ 

A lax master had been suddenly replaced by one less yielding. In 
1859 two servants, George Wesly and Mary Norris, broke for Pennsyl- 
vania, the promised land so tantalizingly near. The slaves were captured 
in Matyland en route to Pennsylvania and returned to Lee, who hired 
them out, with others, in South Virginia where the border would appear 
less tempting. The New York Tribune published anonymous letters to 
the effect that Lee was keeping the Arlington slaves in violation of the 
Custis will, that he was guilty of general mistreatment, and that he had 
inflicted brutal punishment on the returned runaways. According to the 
Tribune's informants Lee, in taking vengeance on the woman, stripped 
and lashed her with his own hands.** It is needless to remark that while 
Lee on occasion was a firm disciplinarian he was never brutal. To his 
son Custis he wrote: “The N. Y. Tribune has attacked me for my treat- 
ment of your grandfather’s slaves, but I shall not reply. He has left me 
an unpleasant legacy.’’** 

The livestock listed with the taxable property for 1858 and subse- 
quent years roughly tallies with the report for 1860 given in the table 
below, “Five Virginia Agricultural Schedules, Census of 1850 and 
1860.” Almost immediately after assuming control of Arlington, Lee 
gave special care to the draught animals. He spent, before the first 
spring, $831 “in strengthening the teams.”*’ In addition to continuing 
the use of farm horses and oxen there is reason to think that he intro- 
duced at Arlington the use of that tough hybrid, the mule. Certainly 
Mr. Custis listed no mules for the Census of 1850; by 1860 there were 
two pairs on the farm.** Before the first ploughing season Lee bought 

48 Ibid. 

44 Id. to id., Arlington, July 2, 1859, quoted in Jones, Life and Letters of Lee, 102. 

£5 Freeman, Lee, I, 390-92. 

46R. E. Lee to G. W. C. Lee, Arlington, July 2, 1859, quoted in Jones, Life and Let- 
ters of Lee, 102. 


47 Id. to id., Arlington, March 17, 1858, Duke MSS. 
48 See the table below, “Five Virginia Agricultural Schedules, Census of 1850 and 
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about $200 worth of farming implements.*® This purchase accounts in 
part for the fact that the value of such equipment at Arlington in- 
creased from $50 to $400 in the 1850-1860 period. Not even by 1860, 
however, had Lee seen a sample of the new “cast iron steel ploughs’ 
so helpful in turning viscid soil.*° 

As Lee obtained funds from his own income and from the sale of 
farm products he continued to reconstruct and repair the Arlington 
buildings. At the end of a yeat’s stewardship he had completed the 
mill and the overseer’s house, covered the mansion house and stable, 
and laid the masonry for the barn, the superstructure of which was to 
be erected during the winter of 1858-1859."" These improvements ef- 
fected, Lee felt that he should increase the building valuations in the 
tax returns for the Arlington estate. For valuations as of January 1, 
1858, he had retained in the Alexandria County Tax Books the earlier 
declarations of Mr. Custis: $8000 for the buildings at Arlington proper 
and $1000 for the mill. For January 1, 1859, he made a declaration of 
$9100 for Arlington mansion house and dependent buildings and $2000 
for the mill, thus reflecting an increase of $2100 in the total value of 
all the Arlington buildings in one year.” This construction and repair 
was, of course, carried on in addition to the usual farm operations. Lee 
consistently attempted soil improvement through the use of both lime 
and guano. Before his first planting season at Arlington he spent about 
$500 on these fertilizers.°* In February, 1858, Lee remarked that the 
land at White House had been made more fertile through the use of 
marl and lime but that the soil of Romancoke had been ‘“‘sadly ne- 
glected.” Accordingly, for the latter farm he ordered from Baltimore 
a cargo of shell lime.™* 

1860.” At Mr. Custis’s death, however, there were 28 mules at White House and 10 at 
Romancoke. Will Book No. 7, pp. 369-71, Alexandria County Records. 

49R. E. Lee to G. W. C. Lee, Arlington, March 17, 1858, Duke MSS. 

50 Id. to id., San Antonio, Texas, November 24, 1860, 7bid. As noted above, a detailed 
list of the farm equipment at White House and Romancoke is given in the inventory filed 
after Mr. Custis’s death. 

517d. to Mrs. Anna M. Fitzhugh, Arlington, November 20, 1858, ibid. 

52 Alexandria County Land Tax Books, 1857-1861 (MSS., Virginia State Library). 


58 R, E. Lee to G. W. C. Lee, Arlington, March 17, 1858, Duke MSS. 
54 Id, to id., Arlington, February 15, 1858, ibd. For other references to use of calcareous 
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The Arlington acres lay in a section which, according to Dr. Lewis C. 
Gray, was at that time “one of the most important general farming 
regions in the South.””’ Arlington was a farm, not a plantation. Diver- 
sification was typical; the characteristic Southern staples, cotton, rice, 
and tobacco, were unprofitable in the North Virginia counties. A sum- 
mary of the crops gathered by Lee at Arlington in the 1859 harvest 
season may be obtained from the original manuscript returns for the 
Census of 1860. As the report includes the twelve months ending June 
1, 1860, it is, as far as the major produce is concerned, a compilation of 
the fruits of Lee’s last calendar year at Arlington. Since parts of the 
ante-bellum census reports prove inadequate when measured by current 
standards, the value of this information is perhaps more descriptive 
than statistical. The 1860 reports for Arlington, White House, and 
Romancoke, with similar ones for Arlington and White House prepared 
in 1850, are given in the accompanying table, ‘Five Virginia Agricul- 
tural Schedules, Census of 1850 and 1860.’°* Obviously, the 1860 Ar- 
lington schedule includes only Arlington proper while that for 1850 
embraces the mill section on Four Mile Run. The 500-acre mill tract, 
though less fertile than the rest, must have made appreciable contribu- 
tions to the 1850 totals.*” However, it seems safe to conclude from 
comparing the schedules that by 1860 new land had been opened at 
Arlington. Less attention was given to cattle grazing—due perhaps to 
the separate administration of the mill property with its adjacent grass 
land—and more emphasis put on wheat and garden truck, the latter to 
be sold in nearby Washington.** Though some of the changes may 


manures, see id. to id., San Antonio, Texas, March 13, 1860; Fort Brown, Texas, April 6, 
1860; San Antonio, Texas, November 24, 1860, zbid. 

55 Gray, History of Agriculture in the Southern United States to 1860, II, 918-19. 

56 Prepared from the original returns (MSS., Virginia State Library). The dollar marks, 
not given in the original, are inserted for the sake of clarity. Items (45) and (46) are 
given as (47) and (48) in the 1860 schedule. 

57 Exclusive of the buildings the 1100 acres around Arlington were valued at $22.72 
per acre and the 500 acres at the mill, $10.00. This lower valuation for the mill property 
possibly reflects a less desirable location, certainly less fertility. Alexandria County Land 
Tax Books, 1859-1863. 

58 In connection with the agricultural program at Arlington it should be noted that part 
of the former Custis property is now used by the department of agriculture for experi- 
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have been initiated by Mr. Custis, it is clear that Lee brought about the 
major developments. 


FIVE VIRGINIA AGRICULTURAL SCHEDULES, CENSUS OF 1850 AND 1860 


Alexandria County New Kent County King Wm.County 
(Arlington) (White House) (Romancoke ) 
1850 1860 1850 1860 1860 


(1) Name of Owner, ig or 
Manager of the Farm... G.W.P.Custis R.E.Lee Geo:W P Custis W.H.F.Lee Wm H T Lee [sic] 
Acres of Land 


(2) Improved .......0.-. 100 300 1,500 1,800 1,000 
(3) Unimproved . Stare eis 1,500 800 2,000 1,700 1,800 
(4) Cash value of Farm..... $50,000 $35,000 $40,000 $70,000 $35,000 
(5) Value of Farming Imple- 
ments and Machinery ... $50 $400 $720 $1,600 $300 
Live Stock, June 1 
(6) Horses . . 1.22.2 seeee 6 4 11 5 1 
(7) Asses and Mules ..... ~ 4 25 25 10 
(8) Milch Cows ........ 15 8 20 20 8 
(9) Working Oxen ...... 2 2 25 26 12 
(10) Other Cattle ........ 20 9 46 12 16 
(11) sheer Soles eae See Oi ee do hie ee _- —~ 147 75 48 
(12) JSWIN€ sod sa ae eee eS 20 1] 115 200 60 
(13) Value of Live Stock . $1,200 $1,000 $5,885 $3,453 $1,200 
Produce During the Year 
Ending June 1 
(14) Wheat, bushels of ..... —_ 125 4,000 4,000 - 
(15) Rye, bushels of ...... 200 150 a - 200 
(16) Indian Corn, bushels of . 900 750 7,500 6,000 2,500 
(17) Oats, bushels of ...... 150 150 ~ - _ 
(18) Rice, lbs. of o3coee5u5eee — — ond ond (med 
(19) Tobacco, lbs. of ...... —~ —~ ~ - - 
(20) Ginned Cotton, bales of 
400 Ibs. each ....... —- - ~ ~ - 
(21) Wool, lbs. of eo eee © © Comat — 10 200 200 
(22) Peas and Beans, bushels of 20 - 30 100 - 
(23) Irish Potatoes, bushels of . 50 40 10 20 _ 
(24) Sweet Potatoes, bushels of — - 20 20 - 
(25) Barley, bushels of ..... - - ~ _ - 
(26) Buckwheat, bush. of . ~ - — _ oma 
(27) Value of Orchard Products, 
in. doll’s... 4. s4c0 #026 % 2 - - — - 
(28) Wine, gallons of ..... - - _ - — 
(29) Value of Produce of 
Market Gardens ...... - $200 ~ ad — 
(30) Butter, lbs. of ....... 100 - 52 700 200 
(31) Cheese, Ibs. of ...... - - ~ - - 
(32) Hay, tons of ........ 30 3 ~ 10 8 
(35) Hops, Ibs. of .......-. - - ~ 4 - 
(45) Value of Home-made Man- 
wufactUres 5. 6 sss. #00 ~ - $25 $60 ~ 
(46) Value of aimee aa 
tered . .. $100 $50 $170 $460 $250 


In summary, the principal innovations at Arlington in slightly more 
than two years, November, 1857, to February, 1860, the period in which 
Lee was immediately responsible for the conduct of affairs, were as 
follows: (1) As Arlington was “labor poor,” Lee reduced the surplus 
by hiring out some of the slaves for annual wages. (2) He repaired and 
rebuilt structures on both the home place and mill property; the latter, 
rented to a professional miller, was administered separately from Ar- 


mental purposes under the name, Arlington Experiment Farm. See Edwina Austin Avery, 
“Arlington Experiment Farm,” The Commonwealth, September, 1935, pp. 12-15. 
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lington. (3) He purchased many new tools and implements for im- 
proved agricultural practice. (4) Apparently, he opened new land for 
cultivation and certainly made great efforts to fertilize the old. (5) His 
agricultural program seemingly meant a reduction in livestock with a 
corresponding decline in meat and dairy products, and a new emphasis 
on the cultivation of wheat and market vegetables. 

Lee effected these changes while nursing his ailing wife, giving in- 
direct supervision to the two Pamunkey River estates, and performing 
sundry duties assigned him by his Washington office. The most notable 
of these military commissions was, of course, the capturing of John 
Brown at Harpers Ferry.*® Each embarrassing application for an exten- 
sion of leave from his Texas regiment left Lee sorely troubled. As the 
months dragged on he felt a certain restlessness and was subject to long 
periods of depression. Though he disliked the prospect of renewed 
separation from his family, a burden was removed from his conscience 
when he was able to surrender the supervision of Arlington to Custis 
Lee and the management of the Pamunkey farms to his second son, 
William Henry Fitzhugh Lee, known to all as “Rooney.” Custis Lee, 
who had generously tried to give his inheritance to his father," was 
transferred from his army post to Washington. Thus he was able to 
live with the family at Arlington, on which he had eventual claim. 
Rooney Lee resigned from the army, married and moved to White 
House, taking charge of that farm, willed to him by Mr. Custis, and 
also of Romancoke, bequeathed to Robert E. Lee, Jr., still of school age. 
His duties conscientiously and capably discharged, Lee left for Texas 
on February 10, 1860.” 


59 The best survey of Lee’s movements from November, 1857, to February, 1860, is 
Freeman, Lee, I, Chaps. XIJ-XIII. The writer is indebted to this scholarly account for an 
introduction to many phases of Lee’s life in the late 1850's. 

60 [bid., 382, 389; IV, 501. 

61R. E. Lee to G. W. C. Lee, Arlington, March 17, 1858, Duke MSS. 

62 Freeman, Lee, I, 404; Jones, Life and Letters of Lee, 97-99, 108-109; R. E. Lee to 
G. W. C. Lee, Arlington, May 30, 1859, Duke MSS. From February, 1860, until his 
return to Virginia a year later, Lee kept up an active correspondence with Custis and 
Rooney in regard to the management of the farms and administration of the estate. See, 
for example, id. to id., San Antonio, Texas, February 28, March 13, 1860; Fort Brown, 
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The years 1858 and 1859, a time of sharply increasing tension between 
the sections, were for Lee the climax to his schooling as a Virginian, a 
schooling which made inevitable his decision of 1861. Surrounded by 
Virginia friends and kinsmen, he partook of their characteristic point 
of view. Embarrassed by the difficulties inherent in the slave system, 
he felt the sting of the antislavery press and saw at Harpers Ferry the 
fruits of fanatical abolitionism. Sowing and reaping as did thousands 
of other Virginians, Lee discovered that his sympathy for the Southern 
agriculturist was bolstered by kindred experience. In the time of crisis 
for Virginia he found that he could not lift his hand against her. In 
the words of his most brilliant biographer, “Having ploughed her fields, 
he had a new sense of oneness with her.’ 

Three years after he planted his first crops at Arlington, Robert E. 
Lee resigned its acres to the Federal armies and turned his face toward 
Richmond. 

Texas, April 16, 1860; San Antonio, Texas, November 24, December 5, 1860; Fort Mason, 


Texas, January 30, 1861, sbid. 
83 Freeman, Lee, I, 404. 


